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Abstract: In this paper we present our ‘workgroup curriculum’, in which a group of
dedicated teachers and students work together to devise better ways of learning and
teaching to design. Formed in 2018 at Anhalt University of Applied Sciences, we work,
in voluntary weekly meetings, on developing a more learner centered curriculum and
overall learning experience. Our weekly workshops follow a structured approach, crucial however, is that all members encounter one another on an eye level. Roles, such
as facilitating, writing minutes, timekeeping, off-topic, are rotated fairly among all participants. Since then the workgroup has resolved small curricular dilemmas while also
devising larger curricular experiments. In this paper we will provide an insight into our
working methods and also briefly present and discuss some of our curricular explorations. In this context we also discuss the limitations of ‘learning outcomes’ and the
importance of learning soft skills/social skills.
Keywords: education; learning; social; curriculum design

1. Introduction
Similar to other higher education institutions we believe that design education is in a state of
crisis. In this we are not alone, as in recent years design schools and design institutions from
across the higher education sector in the United States, Europe, and Asia have organized
events around the future of design education. Among those the Design Research Society in
2016 (Singh, 2016), Zurich University of the Arts which conducted many events and workshops in 2018, as did the University of the Arts Berlin, among others. Last not least, the International Design Forum conducted a series of international hearings and workshops over
the course of several years, publishing the ‘Designing Design Education Whitebook’ in 2021
(Böninger, et.al., 2021). In this paper we wish to present our workgroup format and elaborate less so on the nature of the crisis of design education.
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In this mixed group students and teachers work together to initiate change to the learning
and teaching process and the curriculum. The format of how our curriculum group works, is
closely linked to the particular format in which our design theory seminars are conducted.
This workflow has been rooted in cybernetics and learnings from PhD research workshops
conducted from 2010 on together with professor of design and cybernetician Ranulph Glanville, at the Royal College of Art London and Sint Luca school of Architecture Ghent & Brussels (Hohl, 2016), (Glanville, 2014). These workshops, focussing on the role of reflection in
creative practice (Schön, 1987)(Hohl & Glanville, 2012), were based on Glanville’s style of
‘teaching from behind’, were students explore a desired direction while the teachers are asking questions and try to prevent an exploration going astray (Glanville, 1992). Central here
were using language carefully, asking questions, and providing a structure which allowed
students to deeper explore and reflect a particular direction of their own practice. For both
teacher and learners this also implied acknowledging not-knowing, being open, alert, willing
to be surprised, and accepting the possibility of ending up in a blind alley. It also is a shared
experience among peers in which we encounter one another on a humane level. We enquire
into problems, develop ideas, question assumptions and underlying motivations, critically
reflect, also on a meta-level, on how we work and communicate. We encourage openness to
new ideas and listen with the intent to understand.

Culture, mindset & values: The iceberg-model of design education
Our current BA theory seminars build upon this approach, taking students and their interests
serious and meeting them on an eye level. While students read texts around design theory,
to get a better understanding of the relevance of theory to their own emerging practices, we
also acknowledge that students become members of a particular culture and mindset. That
of being a designer. We make them aware that they are not only learning the knowledge and
skillset of a designer, right now those of design theory, but that they also learn to look at the
world from a designer’s perspective, for example of practicability and changeability, of empathy and ethics, of imagination, circularity and ingenuity. They are not just learning how to
design, but adopt the mindset and epistemology of a designer (Hohl, Scholz 2020a). Often
these dimensions of learning are not verbalised (Figure 1) and could be seen as a metaphorical ‘iceberg model of education’ where the social dimensions, values, culture and mindset
are hidden below the visible surface.
Here we notice that this model is still oriented very much following the results-driven ‘objectives-model’ of a curriculum (McKernan, 2007), along the lines of learning outcomes and
learning objectives. What should students know and be able to do and make at the end of a
module? How will they learn it, and how will they be assessed? We think that other important aspects are also learned, but often neglected, such as social skills, learning to give
and receive constructive feedback, working well together in groups, communicating with
clarity, honesty and friendliness, appreciating diverse points of view, being able to take responsibility for one’s contributions to the group and one’s own learning process, being reliable, being able to take on roles such as to initiate or lead. Some of those also are emphasized
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by the World Economic Forum’s ‘Future of Jobs’ publication (WEF, 2018) and the Sustainable
Development Educational Goals of the United Nations (UNESCO, 2017). However those are
rarely included in the ‘learning objectives’. They are not assessed, and neither a priority of
the syllabus nor the curriculum. They matter, however, in the professional sector.
James McKernan suggests that a learning objectives model was too instrumental and even
moribund. He argues, with John Dewey that:
“[I]f education is to be preparation for life, reflective citizenship and democracy, then
value issues need to be a crucial ingredient in curriculum and thus a central component of content.” (McKernan, 2007)

Figure 1 The iceberg model of design education (after Sanders, 2009, Hofstede, 1997). In most curricula the dimension of values, mindset and culture are not included in the learning objectives/learning outcomes. However, we learn not just what we learn, but also how we learn.
Our learning is situated and embodied. We learn the setting, the room and with all our
senses. All these are connected to emotions and memorized. We also learn the culture of
designing, its values and mindset – but most often implicitly. Culture, values, mindset could
be a conscious part of the content, lived, made explicit, analyzed, reflected and discussed.
Above the line we find the explicit content, making, reflecting, theories being learned, such
as analyzing texts, activities, models, applying methods, ‘designing as problem solving’,
skills, habits, rituals, software applications, collaboration, assessment criteria, grading,
credits, goals.

By making the learning culture, values and mindset explicit we give it a dimension we
can verbalize, reflect upon, ask questions and have discussions about. How are we
learning? How do we wish to communicate with one another? What, for example, is reflection and how may one reflect?
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As mentioned above, how we learn might just be as important as what we learn. In our
learner-centered approach (which also includes us teachers as learners) another important
aspect are the social dynamics we try to foster and making these explicit as particular values.
For example Bela Banathy’s conversation rules (Dyer, 2015) or Arthur Costa’s and Linda
Booth-Sweeney’s ‘Habits of mind’ (Hohl, 2019). Our presupposition is that alongside what
we teach, especially how we conduct the seminar, with the students as active participants,
they become socially skilled, empathic and responsible actors in their workplaces and as citizens. In this way we try to associate knowing and skill with responsible acting (Orr, 1991).

From designing-for to designing-with
Additionally there has been a democratizing shift from the designer’s ‘heroic’ role of that of
an ‘author’ or ‘expert’, to a more inclusive approach. This dimension involves diverse teams,
and employs approaches such as co-design, participatory design and designing ‘together
with’–instead of– ‘for’ people (Sanders, 2008) (Hohl, 2021). Here designing is becoming
more research-led, more bottom-up than top-down, also considering systemic aspects, human, non-human as well as environmental needs. In relation to this we see an increase in
service design and “Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability” (Manzini, 2015), ‘Transition Design’ (Irwin, 2015) and ‘Transformation Design’ (Jonas, 2015).
As we read theory about participatory design, design-process models and design methods,
why not practically apply our reading to our own learning process, inviting students to employ the new knowledge to our seminar? In this process we encourage students to take responsibility for their own learning process by co-designing our seminar and thus their own
learning. This also may lead to higher engagement, intrinsic motivation and a deeper learning experience.

The New European Bauhaus, a school of thought and practice
Participatory, transformative, circular and social design approaches also are emphasized by
the New European Bauhaus funding scheme, initiated by the European Union around the European Green Deal (EU, 2021). Alongside, linking artistry, science and technology, it focusses
on a transition – emphasizing a concrete local level – to a circular economy, ecological sustainability, aesthetics, equity, democratic values, participation, diversity and social inclusion.
Significant also is the scheme’s approach not to propose top-down solutions, but rather invite the public–experts and lay-people alike– to propose ideas and actively engage in a bottom-up, evolving process.
From this perspective, the New European Bauhaus initiative has elevated design from being
part of the problem to being part of the solution. From a useful and economically valued
profession and skillset, to that of a leading force for social, political and economical transformation, designing future social systems. As design researchers and educators we ask ourselves: How do we educate young designers for these challenges? What kind of curriculum is
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appropriate for designing such as transition? How can we include everyone in such a process, sharing agency?
When we apply the ideas around inclusion, diversity and transformative collaboration to
higher education itself the consequence of this would naturally include inviting students to
actively contribute to the design of their own learning experiences, from the individual seminar level up to aspects of the entire curriculum. In 2018 we tried this on a seminary level and
reported our experience in two papers, one emphasizing the theory (Hohl, Scholz 2020a),
the other reporting on the process (Hohl, Scholz, 2020b). The lessons learned there were
also applied to the workgroup curriculum.

2. From retreat to workgroup
During a three-day retreat, held in 2018, faculty members and selected students discussed
future directions of the design department. Among its outcomes were several workgroups,
consisting of individuals interested in actively working on a particular aspect of the design
department’s future. Those workgroups were concerned with ‘foundation studies’, ‘strategy’, ‘public relations’, ‘building use’, among others. However, not all workgroups admitted
student members. Students were admitted mostly where they were deemed useful, such as
in ‘public relations’, where personnel is needed to staff booths’ at trade fares and opendays. Overall students’ active involvement was limited.
After this retreat these groups began working on a particular detail of a shared vision of the
design department’s future. From the beginning the intent was to meet in regular intervals
and develop each vision further. Results would be reported at plenary sessions and faculty
meetings.

Workgroup Curriculum meetings
The workshops of the ‘workgroup curriculum’ take place every Tuesday from 6:30 pm to
8:00 pm. During the holidays meetings do take place, but less frequently. On average sessions are attended by 4-8 people, to which everyone is invited. All attendees are volunteers
and invest their spare time. We meet in a studio rather than a lecture theatre so that chairs
can be arranged in a lose circle. Some attend regularly, while others attend only once in a
while. Also people join to work on a particular theme close to their heart, and leave once it
has been resolved. Once this format/workflow has been learned, it is easy to join again at a
later date, or even apply it to a different workgroup.
The workgroup has a clear ‘format’, or structure, and members select a role for each meeting:
• In the beginning each participant briefly addresses all by stating how they are
today, what they have been up to (‘Check-in’).
• Role: Facilitator. He or she initiates the making of today’s agenda and facilitates the session.
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•
•
•
•

Agenda: An agenda is prepared with a concise timetable for topics to work on.
Role: Off-topic
Role: Minutes & documentation
Role: Timekeeping: It is important to stick to the agenda in order to not overrun.
• Role: Feedback (for example everyone at ‘Check-out’). For example: What
went well today … . What has been missing?
Agenda: Often the points for the agenda are points left over from the last session. Sometimes one participant has a suggestion or topic which arose during the week and that they
wish to discuss, better understand or resolve. Often it is a mixture of both and the agenda is
made through suggestions by all, following the check-in. Before however, roles are distributed. The first role is that of the facilitator.
The facilitator/moderator coordinates the agenda, selects the order of speakers, and keeps a
conversation flowing. He or she might also keep an eye on the agenda and suggest an exercise or breakout discussions.
The role ‘off-topic’ gently interrupts when a person is talking too long, too often, or dominating the conversation.
The role of ‘minutes’ or ‘documentation’ consists of documenting the meeting by taking
notes and also taking occasional photographs of sketches, drawings and whiteboards, in order to capture and document what has been developed. When working on whiteboards or
with sticky-notes we might need a second person to document the results with photographs.
Otherwise one person is sufficient to write the minutes. Minutes are posted online for the
others to make additions or corrections, following a template.
The role ‘timekeeping’ reminds members when time is running out, but also keeps discussions or activities flowing. He or she has to make sure we conclude within the allocated
timeframe and not overrun. Not over-running is important for the motivation of the group.
In the long term the reliability and clarity of this structured format is what keeps participation attractive and members’ motivation high.
Over time it emerged that students here have a crucial role to play for the enduring success
and impact of the workgroup. They ask the best questions, they intrinsically know about the
experience of studying here. Although we members of teaching staff work here, we have
only a vague idea how all teaching, facilities and administration fit together and what the experience of studying might actually be like. Students have an indispensable perspective
which none of us staff have. They know about many critical aspects of the institution and
student experience, that we have no access to. As a result they bring in most relevant perspectives.
In addition students also are familiar with the format of the agenda, roles and the ‘iceberg
model’ (Fig. 1) of design education and how important it is to make values, culture and
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mindset explicit. In a sense this also is part of reflective practice. Over time the view reinforced itself that meeting students on an eye-level, taking them as conscious, reflective actors with best intentions and giving them responsibility, contributes to their overall personal
growth and self-efficacy. Also, as veterans of their own meetings and workgroups some
bring a sophisticated culture of debate, mutual respect and reaching consensus, which some
faculty still might be in need of developing.

Figure 2: Workgroup curriculum meeting in a chair circle. Staff and students collaborate on an eyelevel to identify problems and suggest possible solutions. In the background the whiteboard
with tonight’s agenda and topics to work on.

Scope and problems
Among the many themes discussed at the workgroup’s meetings, was, for example, how to
establish Bologna and study-regulations criteria for how to encourage leadership roles and
peer-learning. These also form part of the university’s mission statement. The current structure requires separate courses and seminars for Bachelor and Master students. While on the
one hand the study-regulations state that MA students were to acquire skills to lead and delegate, this is rather the exception than the rule. On the other hand it is often the case that in
informal workshops facilitated by students themselves, confident BA students are stepping
up, as they have acquired experience and are familiar with leadership, distributing roles,
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taking over roles and developing and working to an agenda. Many BA students have the skillset and confidence to lead which some MA students lack. Even though MA students have
more practical experience and design expertise.
Over several weeks we worked on different ideas of how to remedy this situation. One was
to create short projects of two-week duration with mixed student groups. These short projects would not only include students from one semester but comprise first year, second and
third year students from the Bachelors program (vertical mix), additionally we would include
MA students from both our domestic and international MA programs (horizontal mix). We
expected that a mutually beneficial constellation would emerge, in which small mixed
groups would be lead by one or two experienced Master students.

3. Curricular Experiment: Short project X (SPX)
3.1 Short-projects of two weeks
Short projects are perceived as fruitful, short and intense. At the beginning of every semester there is a two week short-project period, during which the students work in small groups
of 10-12 people each, led by a teacher. Within these groups teams form, each pursuing their
own project In this two week period students can focus without interruptions on a single
project. Results are presented by the groups on the final day in a great assembly. Usually
groups are rather homogenous, comprised of students from the second and third year BA
programs. First year BA students are excluded for health & safety reasons as they do not yet
have permission to access the wood- or metal workshops. We decided to conduct our curricular experiment in this format, trying to implement requests from the accreditation commission and learn from the resulting experience.
In our experiment we wanted to create mixed groups of students from all years, including
Bachelor and Master students, arranged after a pre-determined distribution key for each
group: One or two first year BA students, a majority of second and third year BA students
and several MA students. The idea was that experienced MA students would lead and delegate, while second and third year students would make and organize. The first year students
‘would be thrown in at the deep end’ and be integrated by the older students, given odd
jobs, trying to assist and learn.
Based upon this pre-determined distribution key, participation in the 14 different short-projects was drawn by lot. However, students were permitted to swap their places among one
another. The idea here was to encourage communication and exchange among students
from different cohorts. So far the planning.
In a faculty meeting the proposal was presented and confirmed, even though some members were skeptical.
We had 14 groups of students led by 14 teachers. Altogether 116 students participated in
the evaluation, 83 Bachelors, 14 from the Masters program and 19 from the international
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Masters program. Kick-off was on 1st October, presentation/exhibition day on Tuesday 15th
October 2019. The difference here was that each presented for five minutes only. The aim of
the presentations was to arouse curiosity and encourage the audience members to visit all
studios over the course of the day.

Purpose and transparency
While the ideas for new ways of studying and learning emerged over time through student
feedback and workgroup meetings, the experiment also aimed at implementing requests
from the external accreditation commission. In an earlier assessment report of the BA and
MA studies program the commission had requested to provide the following: (To try) Uninterrupted block seminars in which students can deeply focus on one project for two weeks,
as opposed to a school like schedule with several different subjects per day taking place at
different locations, creating stress and an exhaustive workload. To provide students with a
dedicated ‘homebase’ studio space in which they can collaborate together. Facilitate peerteaching to allow students to develop leadership skills, support the development of softskills and create opportunities for personal growth.
Following the democratic idea of interacting with students on an eye-level and designing
‘with’ not ‘for’ people, we explained the purpose and intention of the project to all participants. In an overcrowded, kick-off assembly, members of the workgroup, including student
members, explained that this was an experiment of creating mixed student groups comprising BA and MA students, that it should encourage peer-learning and peer-teaching, allow
students to take over their allocated workspace and complement each others skills and
knowledge over the following two weeks. We also pointed out to consider the newly arrived
1st year students (BA, MA), and include those into the teams. Last not least we encouraged
teachers to work with students on an eye-level, make use of roles and feedback sessions,
empowering them to identify and achieve their own goals and thus experience intrinsic motivation.

Action Research
Overall we were interested in resolving the curricular shortcomings described above. For this
we chose an action research approach, a method that can help to improve practice. Action
research is less a positivist, scientific approach based upon analysis of ‘objective’ quantitative data, but instead involves qualitative data. We collected qualitative information such as
own observations, conversations with participants and also questionnaires, to reach an understanding of the situation and knowledge with which to reason about and guide us in improving actions conducive to our goals (McKernan, 2007). Our learnings could then be implemented in another iterative experiment.
Our initial questions were: Would the students work from home or enjoy working together
in a dedicated studio on campus? Would they be experiencing negative stress? Would they
be intrinsically motivated? Would they appreciate the possibility of focussing on one project
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without interruptions by other modules? Would MA students be leading teams? Would students learn from one another? Would they experience personal growth?

Questionnaire
For the last day of the two weeks we prepared an anonymous questionnaire for all students
and teachers to fill out. 116 students and returned this questionnaire. Apart from quantitative data of their year of study, group they worked in and if they were BA or MA, we were
interested in qualitative answers to get deeper insights into participants experience in their
own words. It contained open-ended questions such as:
- What were your expectations?
- Were you aware the SPX was an experiment?
- What new things did you learn?
- Did you learn anything useful for your daily practice?
- Was the structure of the SPX meaningful and clear, time-management and pace appropriate?
- The workload was – too much - just right - too little
- What did you like about the project that should be kept?
- What did you dislike?
- How did working together in a team work for you? Were there roles such as timekeeping,
facilitating, giving feedback?
- How would you compare the SPX to similar projects? Better, because – Worse, because
- Self reflection: What could you have done different or better?
Questions for teachers were:
- What were your expectations?
- Did the drawing by lot system work?
- What was your role? Coach, Facilitator, teacher?
- Did working in groups work well?
- How was this short project different to other short projects?
- What did you dislike?
- What did you learn and which elements should be kept?
- What did you think about the short 5-Min presentations followed by the exhibition day?
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3.3 Selected Feedback from the Questionnaires
Teachers; comments:
“Some MA students had no difficulties to take the lead. Others however were a bit overwhelmed leading and supporting a group of younger colleagues. Overall the mood was enthusiastic and the group highly motivated. It has been surprising that each contributed what
they are good at. So occasionally younger students take the lead for a while. This boosts their
self confidence, as they realise that they can accomplish some things better than older and
more experienced students. It was interesting to experience how all could benefit from one
another, each in a different way. Throughout the two weeks was a palpable atmosphere of
enthusiasm, excitation and energy, nothing like I ever experienced before. Also the sheer
quantity of projects that were exhibited were extraordinary. Mixing Bachelor and Master students is good for special occasions such as this, but not always. This also is an excellent simulation of professional practice: Each member of a team contribute what they are best at and
they have to communicate with others continuously.”
Student comments:
The questionnaires reveal that almost 100% of students were aware that they were participating in an experiment. The dynamism on the campus was palpable. “The mix of students
from different years was wonderful as I met many new people.” “I did not trust the lot system
but my expectations were exceeded.” “For me it was a new way of learning, more experimental and less stressful.” “There also is more social cohesion and group spirit. Lots of skilled
people came together in our group – and we all learned lots of new skills.” “We developed a
very pleasant and succinct feedback-culture.” “This worked very well for two weeks, but it
should be tested before trying this for longer periods of time.”
Through analyzing the questionnaires we realized that one of the inspiring effects of the SPX
was that it was known to be an ‘experiment’. It connected students beyond their own cohort
and therefore supported community building, exchange and networking across modules and
courses. For all involved, especially students, it also created a sense of collective satisfaction
through generating an experience of achievement early in the semester, resulting in an increased motivation for the rest of the semester. For first year students it was a very early
positive immersion into student life. It helped them find their bearings, in town and on campus, and also make new friends. For them the switch from school to a higher education setting was made more immersive and intuitive. Some second year students developed confidence in their own abilities through instructing first year students. In this role they realized
own strengths and also areas to improve.

4. Summary and Reflections
In this paper we presented three examples of working together effectively. We began with
briefly describing our structured approach of working together in groups on an eye-level,
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incrementally developed for our design theory seminars over time. In the second example
we described how we applied this way of collaborating at the weekly meetings of the
workgroup curriculum, comprised of teachers and students interested in new ways of learning and teaching. Finally we described a curricular experiment conducted after the
workgroup’s instructions.
Overall the short project X was an overwhelming success for the school and the workgroup
curriculum. As we had hoped the participating students discovered new skills they did not
know they had, exchanged skills with others, and made new friends. The campus felt very
much alive and ‘buzzing’ for two weeks. Selected BA and MA students acquired the skills to
lead. Especially BA students familiar with the ‘structured’ approach began to apply their
knowledge and thus took on facilitating roles. In retrospect there also was a long-term effect
that affects the campus today: Students still talk with enthusiasm about the SPX, as it led to
close friendships and lasting engagements with students from other courses or in higher semesters. It was a unique occasion to mingle with students from different years and different
courses.
In our view clearly communicating in the beginning, that the SPX was an experiment was crucial to its success. This allowed all participants to be more open for the unexpected, take off
pressure, to be more resilient in ambiguous situations and to also make good use of arising
opportunities. Students and staff encountered difficulties with openness and the attitude of
resolving problems, as participants of an experiment. Compared to a perfectly developed
course their project was still malleable and could be changed and adapted.
Three difficulties emerged. The first being language: Some international students were frustrated that their group hardly spoke any English. When this persisted some switched groups
and their problem was resolved. Another group had to complete a half finished project from
the earlier semester. While initially being frustrated, in the end most members admittedly
not only had fun working on an exciting major project, but also confirmed learning plenty of
new skills. Another problem was that some members of staff had difficulties dedicating two
full weeks to the project and declined to participate.

Student contributions to the workgroup curriculum
We learned that essential to a group’s success are the admission of students in responsible
roles, working on real problems and initiating change, a well structured process as well as
clearly defined roles for active participation. These were adopted from the design theory
seminar, documented in Hohl, Scholz 2020a and Hohl, Scholz 2020b.
Once students which have learned the structured approach with agenda and roles, perceive
a lack of structure in a group of collaborators, they often apply the skillset they have acquired. They initiate structure and process, distribute roles, and establish conversation rules.
This however without trying to coerce others into following, but simply by distributing the
tools for democratically shared agency. We learned that engaging with students on an eyelevel, taking them as serious actors with best intentions and giving them responsibility,
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contributes to their overall personal growth and self-efficacy. They often thrive under responsible challenges. They have learned to listen with generosity and are pragmatic in their
approach: Feeling empowered and wishing to get things done.
Acknowledgements: We wish to thank all former and present members of the
workgroup curriculum for their commitment and passionate support. The authors of this
paper were those involved developing the short project x.
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